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ABSTRACT Population growth was widespread in nonmetropolitan (non-
metro) areas of the United States during the early 1990s. More than 64
percent of the 2,277 nonmetro counties gained population between 1990
and 1992, compared with only 45 percent in the 1980s. The nonmetro
population still grew at a slower pace than did the metropolitan popu-
lation, but the gap was much narrower than during the 1980s. Net mi-
gration gains accounted for 43 percent of the total estimated nonmetro
population increase of 879,000 between 1990 and 1992. These findings
suggest it is premature to conclude that the renewed population growth
in nonmetro areas first noted in the 1970s has ended.

Introduction

This research note updates knowledge of nonmetropolitan (non-
metro) population redistribution trends by examining demographic
shifts in such areas since the 1990 census. Such timely information
is important because of the fluidity of nonmetro population shifts
during the past 30 years (Long and DeAre 1988). After an extended
period of slow nonmetro population gain through an excess of nat-
ural increase over migration loss, nonmetro demographic trends
changed abruptly in the 1970s with the onset of the nonmetro pop-
ulation turnaround (Fuguitt et al. 1989). The widespread and sub-
stantial population gains in nonmetro areas during the 1970s were
fueled primarily by net inmigration; natural increase contributed
much less than it had in previous decades (Beale 1975; Fuguitt 1985;
Johnson and Purdy 1980). Nonmetro population redistribution pat-
terns shifted yet again in the 1980s. Most nonmetro counties lost
populations during the 1980s and there was a modest net outflow
of population (Johnson 1993b). In addition, the gain from natural
increase in nonmetro areas continued to be small despite the most
substantial natural increase nationally since the baby boom. Many
researchers regarded the diminished nonmetro growth of the 1980s
as evidence that U.S. population redistribution trends had reverted
to historical form, with the turnaround of the 1970s just a short-
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Greg Auguste provided assistance with data processing and maps.
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term fluctuation. However, as data for the late 1980s began to ac-
cumulate, there was scattered evidence of another upturn in pop-
ulation growth rates in nonmetro areas (Beale and Fuguitt 1990).
Our findings demonstrate that a significant upturn is, in fact, un-
derway.

Data and procedure

Data on demographic change since 1990 are from the federal-state
cooperative population estimates series developed jointly by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census and the states.? Additional data are from the
U.S. decennial censuses of population for 1980 and 1990. Births and
deaths for 1980 to 1990 are from special tabulations of the federal-
state cooperative series. Net migration is calculated by subtracting
natural change from population change during the appropriate
time period.

Counties are the unit of analysis and are appropriate for this pur-
pose because they have historically stable boundaries-and are a basic
unit for reporting fertility, mortality, and census data. New England
county equivalents are included, as well as independent cities in
Virginia and elsewhere. Alaska and Hawaii are excluded.

The latest (1993) metropolitan (metro) definition is used. The
choice of which metro definition to use for classifying counties is
far from trivial (Fuguitt et al. 1988; Johnson 1989). A net of 92
counties shifted from the nonmetro to metro category as a result of
using the 1993 metro definition rather than the 1985 definition
used during the 1980s (Johnson 1993b). Using the 1993 definition
results in greater nonmetro losses during the 1980s and slower non-
metro growth during the early 1990s than would have been the case
had the earlier metro definition been used.

Recent nonmetro demographic change

In areversal of the trend of the 1980s, nonmetro areas of the United
States experienced widespread population growth during the early
1990s. More than 64 percent of the 2,277 counties classified as non-
metro in 1993 gained population between 1990 and 1992 (Table 1).
In all, 450 more nonmetro counties gained population than in the
1980s. The estimated nonmetro population gain between April 1990
and July 1992 was 879,000. In contrast, nonmetro areas grew by
fewer than 1.2 million during the entire decade of the 1980s. The
nonmetro population still grew at a slower pace (1.7 percent) than

?The estimation procedure used in 1992 to make the federalstate cooperative
estimates differed from that used previously. During the 1980s, population estimates
were based on a combination of the administrative records and ratio-correlation es-
timation procedures. In contrast, the 1992 estimates were based on the administrative
records approach alone (Byerly 1994).
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Figure 1. Nonmetropolitan population change, 1990 to 1992

did the metro population (2.7 percent) between 1990 and 1992, but
the gap was much narrower than during the 1980s. Post-1990 pop-
ulation gains also were widespread geographically (Figure 1).3
Renewed nonmetro growth is due, in part, to a recent net inflow
of migrants. In contrast, most nonmetro areas suffered a net outflow
of population during the 1980s. Such migration gains accounted for
43 percent of the total estimated population increase between April

* These findings depend upon the quality of the 1992 federal-state population es-
timates. Accuracy of these estimates may be suspect because the estimation procedure
employed in 1992 differed from that used throughout the 1980s and because they
are only the second annual county estimates to use the 1990 census as a baseline. To
obtain independent assessments of recent nonmetro demographic change, we asked
each state demographer to provide the most recent county population estimates since
1990. Responses were received from 41 states. Many states rely exclusively on the
federal-state estimates or make only minor modifications to them. However, 20 states
produce independent county population estimates. In all, there are 1,111 nonmetro
counties (49%) where both stategenerated and federal-state estimates were available.
In 76 percent of these counties, the finding of growth or decline since 1990 was
consistent using the federalstate and stategenerated estimate. Overall, the federal-
state series indicates 62 percent of the nonmetro counties in these 20 states were
growing, whereas 73 percent were growing according to the state estimates. Thus,
the state estimates are consistent with the federal-state series in suggesting a marked
upturn in the incidence of population growth in nonmetro America since 1990.
Recent current population survey (CPS) data provide further evidence of an upturn
in nonmetro growth rates. CPS data suggest that the substantial net outflow of mi-
grants from nonmetro areas during most of the 1980s ended by 1990. After minimal
net inflows during 1990-1991 and 1991-1992, there was a substantial influx of ap-
proximately 300,000 migrants to nonmetro areas between March of 1992 and March
of 1993. Differences in metro definitions and time period preclude direct comparison
of CPS and federal-state results. However, such CPS data substantiates the occurrence
of renewed growth in the nonmetro population after 1990.
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Figure 2. Nonmetropolitan net migration, 1990 to 1992

1990 and July 1992. Nonmetro areas had an estimated net inflow of
377,000 people during the period. This compares to a net outflow
of 1,452,000 during the 1980s. The net migration percentage gain
in nonmetro areas between 1990 and 1992 was only slightly smaller
than that in metro areas. This is a sharp contrast to the pattern
during the 1980s when metro areas had net inmigration of 3.7 per-
cent, whereas nonmetro areas had a net outmigration of 3.0 per-
cent. Such migration gains were widely distributed geographically
though they were less prevalent in the Great Plains, West Texas, and
the Mississippi Delta (Figure 2).

Natural increase accounted for 57 percent of the nonmetro pop-
ulation increase between April 1990 and July 1992. In all, births
exceeded deaths by 502,000 in nonmetro areas. The annualized gain
through natural increase in nonmetro areas was lower between 1990
and 1992 than it had been during the 1980s. In contrast, the an-
nualized gain in metro areas was higher after 1990. In addition, the
incidence of natural decrease was high in the early 1990s, continu-
ing a trend first noted in the 1980s (Johnson 1993a; Johnson and
Beale 1992). Between 1990 and 1992 an estimated 448 nonmetro
counties experienced natural decrease (Figure 3).

Nonmetro population gains were more likely in counties near
metro centers. Nearly 75 percent of these adjacent counties gained
population in the early 1990s; 60 percent had net inmigration. In
fact, the net migration gain in adjacent nonmetro counties (1.0 per-
cent) exceeded that in metro areas (0.8 percent). However, even
among more remote nonmetro counties, recent population gains
were significantly greater than during the 1980s (Table 1). Such
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Figure 3. Nonmetropolitan natural increase, 1990 to 1992

nonadjacent counties had net inmigration during the early 1990s,
compared with a significant net outflow in the 1980s. Nonmetro
counties that were destinations for retirement-age migrants or cen-
ters of recreation* were the fastest growing counties during the early
1990s. Of the 443 nonmetro retirement destination counties, 87 per-
cent gained population and 82 percent had net inmigration be-
tween 1990 and 1992 (Table 2). They are attracting retirees while
retaining their existing population (Fuguitt and Heaton 1993). Pop-
ulation gains occurred in 88 percent of the 283 nonmetro recrea-
tional counties during the early 1990s and a sizeable majority (79
percent) received net inmigration. Such counties were prominent
growth nodes during the 1970s and 1980s and this trend persisted

4 Indicators of recreational activity are not easy to derive directly from available
data; as a result, researchers have used a variety of proxies. The measure used here
derives from analysis of a number of indicators of recreational activity. The first in-
dicator was high per capita spending on hotels, motels, trailering parks, and camps.
Many nonmetro countes with high per capita spending on lodging are in areas with
many recreational opportunities. The second indicator of recreational counties was
a composite measure requiring counties to rank high on two out of three measures:
percentage of Census of Population employment in entertainment and recreation
and in other personal services, the largest component of which is motels, hotels, and
s0 on; percentage of incomes from earnings derived from amusement and recreation
and hotels and other lodging places from the Bureau of Economic Analysis; and the
percentage of housing units that were vacant and held for seasonal, recreational, or
occasional use. Any county ranking high on either of these measures (lodging spend-
ing per capita or the composite measure) was examined using published material
regarding proximate tourist attractions, scenic areas, major parks, or other recrea-
tional nodes. Based on this empirical and contextwal analysis, 283 counties were
classified as recreational.
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Figure 4. Nonmetropolitan population change 1980-1990 compared with 1990-1992

in the early 1990s. Nonmetro population gains also were fairly wide-
spread in manufacturing, poverty, and government-dependent coun-
ties, though the gains were smaller than those in recreational and
retirement counties. Growth in such counties was much more de-
pendent on natural increase than net migration.

Counties dependent on farming and mining as well as those with
low population density were the least likely to gain population dur-
ing the early 1990s. Only 35 percent of the farming-dependent
counties gained population and only 28 percent had net inmigra-
tion. The pattern of demographic change was quite similar in coun-
ties that were sparsely settled. Natural increase also was less common
in farm dependent and low-density counties than elsewhere. Popu-
lation gains were slightly more widespread in mining counties but
the overall magnitude of the gains was quite small. The minimal
population gains and widespread outmigration from mining and
farming-dependent counties during the early 1990s represents a
continuation of the trends of the 1980s. However, both the popu-
lation and migration trends in such counties moderated during the
early 1990s compared with the 1980s.

Comparing growth patterns in nonmetro areas in the 1980s with
those during the 1990s underscores two important points. First, the
renewal of nonmetro growth in the 1990s is widespread geograph-
ically. Counties shifting from loss in the 1980s to growth in the 1990s
(loss-gain) are prevalent in all regions (Figure 4). Many are on the
periphery of existing concentrations of counties that grew consis-
tently through the 1980s and early 1990s (gain). Second, many
counties that began to grow again in the 1990s after losing popu-
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Table 3. Percentage of nonmetropolitan counties in selected pop-
ulation categories, 1960 to 1992

Population change 1960-1970 vs. 1970-1980

Percent loss

Population Percent Percent in 1960s Percent
change loss gain gain in 1970s gain
19801990 vs. Number both in 1960s (turn both

1990-1992 of cases periods loss in 1970s  around) periods
Loss-loss 710 77.4 45.5 33.3 8.8
Gain-loss 98 3.2 14.5 4.8 4.0
Lossgain 545 16.1 25.5 31.2 21.6
Gain-gain 882 3.4 14.5 30.8 65.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

2,235 411 55 863 906

Note: Data for counties that remained nonmetropolitan 1960 to 1992. Population
change 1980-1990 compared to 1990-1992 as follows: lossloss—lost population
1980-1990 and 1990-1992; gain-loss—gained population 1980-1990, lost population
1990-1992; loss-gain—lost population 1980-1990, gained population 1990-1992;
gain-gain—gained population 1980-1990 and 1990-1992.

lation in the 1980s either had long prior histories of growth or par-
ticipated in the nonmetro turnaround. This is illustrated by com-
paring population change in a given county during four periods
(1960-1970, 1970-1980, 1980-1990, 1990-1992) (Table 3).

Researchers who believe the turnaround represented a short-term
deviation from historical trends usually cite as evidence the renewed
population decline in the 1980s in many turnaround counties—
those that lost in the sixties but gained in the seventies. More than
64 percent (33.3 + 31.2) of these counties did, in fact, lose popu-
lation during the 1980s. However, almost half shifted back to growth
once more between 1990 and 1992. In all, 62 percent of the original
turnaround counties were growing again in the early 1990s. Most
counties (65.6 percent) that grew during both the 1960s and 1970s
continued to do so in the 1980s and early 1990s. In addition, most
counties that grew during the 1960s and 1970s but declined during
the 1980s also began to grow again in the early 1990s. Finally, a
significant number (16.1%) of counties that lost population during
the 1960s and 1970s and continued to do so during the 1980s began
to grow after 1990. This raises important questions about the impli-
cations of the nonmetro population redistribution trends of the
1980s and early 1990s. )

Discussion
It may be premature to argue that a new trend is underway based
on the evidence of two years of population estimates benchmarked
against a new census and using modified estimation techniques.
However, the patterns suggested by these estimates and other col-
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laborating evidence make it equally premature to write off the like-
lihood of renewed growth in nonmetro America. At the very least,
these findings indicate it is too soon to conclude that the renewed
growth first evident in the 1970s in nonmetro areas has ended.

Determining whether post-1990 nonmetro trends represent a con-
tinuation of the turnaround or a reversal to historical patterns is
important to the ongoing development of theories to explain pop-
ulation redistribution trends. The turnaround and its aftermath
stimulated significant theoretical work as researchers sought to ac-
count for the turnaround and then for the diminished growth in
nonmetro areas during the 1980s. Frey and Speare (1992) identified
three theoretical perspectives that each offer a partial explanation
for the turnaround but predicted a somewhat different demograph-
ic pattern for nonmetro areas in the 1980s and beyond. Among
these, the period effects perspective attributed the nonmetro turn-
around to the unique economic and demographic circumstances of
the 1970s. According to this explanation, a change in circumstances
in the 1980s caused nonmetro demographic trends to revert to a
pattern more consistent with historical trends. The regional restruc-
turing perspective assumed the trends of the 1970s were due to
deindustrialization. This perspective posited growth for areas serv-
ing as command and control centers and for those specializing in
knowledge-based industries. It predicts unstable but generally di-
minishing growth prospects for most nonmetro areas. The
deconcentration perspective predicts a long-term and gradual dis-
persal of the population into smaller, less densely settled agglom-
erations, due to the diminished importance of distance as a basis
for spatial organization. This model suggests long-term growth for
many nonmetro areas.

There is little agreement regarding which of these theoretical
models, if any, fits the nonmetro population trends of recent de-
cades (Lichter 1993; Wardwell 1988). Conclusions derived from
such analysis depend heavily on the period considered. For exam-
ple, Frey (1987) initially concluded that the deconcentration model
fit the demographic trends of the 1970s and early 1980s best. How-
ever, after examining more recent data, he reversed himself, con-
cluding that the nonmetro demographic trends of the 1980s are best
explained by a combination of the regional restructuring and period
effects models (Frey 1993). Other scholars remain doubtful. Lichter
(1993) argues that speculation about the end of population decon-
centration tendencies is clearly premature given the slowdown in
the outflow of population from nonmetro areas during the late
1980s. This lack of consensus on a theoretical model to explain
nonmetro demographic trends, together with the fluidity of recent
population redistribution trends, underscore the importance of ex-
amining post-1990 data.

A
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Our findings on the post-1990 period cast doubt on the argument
that the turnaround of the 1970s was a function of unique demo-
graphic and economic period effects, whereas the redistributive pat-
terns of the 1980s represent a reversion to more consistent historical
patterns. The nonmetro demographic trends of the 1980s were nei-
ther a repeat of the nonmetro turnaround of the 1970s nor a re-
version to the patterns of the 1950s. Rather, the trends of the 1980s
straddled the patterns of the previous two decades (Johnson 1993b).
It is possible that the trend of the 1980s represented the first stage
of a reversion to the historical pattern of slow nonmetro growth
through an excess of natural increase over net migration. However,
given our findings, it appears more likely that the diminished non-
metro gains of the 1980s were just a pause—due to period effects—
in the growth of nonmetro areas through the combination of net
inmigration and natural increase that began during the 1970s. This
pattern is consistent with the argument that nonmetro and metro
areas have entered a period of equilibrium where short-term de-
mographic shifts are acutely sensitive to period effects resulting from
changes in the economic, political, and social climate (Wardwell
1977).

The protracted economic recession of the 1980s hurt nonmetro
areas more severely than urban areas. Agricultural areas were hit
hard by the long farm crisis of 1980-1986. In addition, nonmetro
manufacturing—which employs many more nonmetro people than
farming—came under increased competitive pressure from offshore
firms during the 1980s with much loss of jobs (Elo and Beale 1988;
Henry et al. 1986). All these factors contributed to the slower overall
nonmetro growth in the 1980s. Only in the late 1980s, as the dif-
ferential impact of these periodic factors began to subside, did non-
metro growth rates begin to rise again (Beale and Fuguitt 1990).
The rate of nonmetro job growth has exceeded that in urban areas
annually since 1988. As a result, nonmetro workers have had less
economic reason to migrate to urban areas recently.

Speculation about future nonmetro population redistribution is
perilous given the fluidity of the demographic shifts in nonmetro
areas of the United States during the past several decades. This un-
derscores the complexity of the forces causing population redistri-
bution. Whatever the future course of nonmetro demographic
trends, they are likely to be more volatile than in the past. Recent
changes in nonmetro fertility rates and age structures are likely to
diminish the substantial contfibution that natural increase has tra-
ditionally made to nonmetro population gains. Thus, future non-
metro growth or decline is increasingly dependent on net migration.
And, as the integration of nonmetro areas into the national econ-
omy continues, nonmetro migration trends are likely to become in-
creasingly sensitive to national and global economic, political, and
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social forces. Careful monitoring of future nonmetro demographic
trends will contribute to the development of theoretical models to
explain population redistribution and provide policy-makers with in-
formation they need to develop programs to meet the needs of the
people and institutions of rural America.
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